irritating, and stupid. Against a bleakly buff background the lilies rose
up from a startling green dado, and reached to the ceiling, vermilion,
cobalt, orange, blue, and deep violet. The pale grey ceiling was lavishly
bespattered with rose petals in deep red. The truly graceful proportions
of that long room were lost among the disorder of shape and colour on
the walls and the ceiling. One wall was pierced by french windows,
giving out on a neglected lawn, and the incongruity of it all was still
further enhanced by a sepia reproduction of Leonardo's St Anne,
sparingly framed in dusty mahogany, which hung in the space between
two windows. Otherwise there was nothing in the room except painted
lilies and roses, rows of empty benches, a chair and a desk. The desk
had a frayed blotter on it and a dark green inkstand filled with some-
thing like glue.

It was just striking nine in the distance. Frossia had been told by
Golubev that lectures were to begin punctually, and she was not late,
but the extravagant room was wholly empty when she came. She sat
and waited. Presently the door was flung open. Students trooped in,
their rough-shod feet loud on the parquet floor, about forty of them,
young men and girls, middle-aged folk, and even a man with an
enormous flowing white beard. From the desk at her end of the long
room Frossia caught an impression of white, blue, and black shirts, all
open at the throat, faded print dresses, unkempt hair, and rather
studiedly indifferent faces. But they sat down as quietly as they knew
how. A fly buzzed against a grimy window pane, and Frossia heard
some of them breathing in a slow laborious way, and a woman sneezed.
Otherwise the room would have been perfectly still.

Frossia did not welcome them. Somehow she knew that the least
gesture of friendliness would not have been well received at this stage.
She folded her hands, looked over their faces at a peculiarly luxuriant
purple-petalled lily, and began:

The French alphabet consists of twenty-six letters,' and she
stopped. From the well of the room a plump, squint-eyed woman in a
faded green print dress and a white kerchief over her dishevelled head
shouted throatily:

'And that is a good lie to begin with. You have left out ten. Don't
forget that we know our letters. None of us here are illiterate.'

*You have spoken truly, Glafira Antonovna, thirty-six letters there
are,' a discordant chorus supported the interruption.

Frossia remembered there was a small blackboard on an easel just
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